In fusionefission social systems, associations are generally weak, but animals can associate preferentially, although the ultimate and proximate causes for such associations can be multiple and depend on the species. We applied a social network approach to a population of marked female mountain goats, Oreamnos americanus, characterized by a fusionefission social system in which associations between individuals are assumed to be weak. We analysed the composition of nursery groups of mountain goats from the Caw Ridge (Alberta, Canada) population from 2005 to 2008 to test whether kinship, reproductive status and differences in body mass affect associations. We hypothesized that close kin should associate more than unrelated individuals, and we expected females of similar reproductive status, age or body mass to associate more than dissimilar individuals. We used the half-weight index correcting for differences in gregariousness (HWIG) to calculate associations between dyads of females. Females did not associate at random. Immature females associated strongly with their mothers, whereas adult females associated mainly with females of similar reproductive status. Reproductive females may associate because they share similar needs during lactation. Nonreproductive adult females and females with different reproductive status associated according to their relatedness. Body mass did not influence associations between females. To our knowledge, this is the first time that a multivariate approach has been used to describe association preferences. Our results reveal how this approach can be relevant when studying the social structure of a population because it highlights the interactions between factors influencing associations.
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The social structure of a population can be defined as the set of relations between individuals within groups (Hinde, 1976). It describes the relations (i.e. associations and/or interactions) between individuals living near each other (Whitehead, 1997). Therefore, repeated interactions between individuals within a group can lead, for example, to the development of cooperative relations, dominance hierarchy or cultural transmission (Croft et al., 2006; Gilby & Wrangham, 2008; Wey, Blumstein, Shen, & Jord an, 2008) . Social structure may also influence the biology of individuals or populations, for example by affecting individual fitness, gene flow or spatial distribution (Whitehead, 1997) . In addition, the rate of transmission of information or diseases depends on the social structure of a population (Fenner, Godfrey, & Bull, 2011; Hamede, Bashford, McCallum, & Jones, 2009; Voelkl & No€ e, 2008; Wey et al., 2008) .
The social network approach is a powerful tool to describe the social structure of a population, specifically to examine why and how individuals associate. When groups are fluid, such as in species characterized by a fusionefission system (Kummer, 1971) , the mechanisms of association are not fully understood, although recent studies have shown that in taxa as diverse as fishes, dolphins and zebras, the social structure is nonrandom and highly structured (Croft et al., 2005; Lusseau et al., 2003; Sundaresan, Fischhoff, Dushoff, & Rubenstein, 2007) . In fusionefission social systems, associations are generally weak, but animals can associate preferentially. For example, the benefitecost ratio of living in groups may be higher for kin than for nonkin, and kin selection may have led to the evolution of stronger associations between kin than between nonkin (Hamilton, 1964a (Hamilton, , 1964b . African elephants, Loxodonta africana, form matriarchal societies in which group fusion and fission are influenced by genetic relatedness: during fission events females remain with their first-order maternal relatives, and fusions are most likely occur between groups whose matriarchs are genetically related (Archie, Moss, & Alberts, 2006) . In other species
